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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
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Professor Rubén Ortiz Torres, Chair 
 
 
  
I have never told the truth about the impulses that drive my artistic 
practice. This document is an attempt to talk around that truth. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 1 
Perhaps it’s a simple confluence of entering graduate school immediately 
after the end of a seven-year long relationship, but I have been hounded by the 
fact that I can be opaque. Obviously this manifests itself differently in a romantic 
setting than it does in an art practice, but a parallel became clear: ‘You’re an 
aloof asshole’ and ‘Your work takes no risks.’ I have come to understand these to 
mean the exact same thing. You don’t have to get very close to know that you 
are not allowed in. Or rather, not allowed in without some time and work. It 
seems that there is a false dichotomy between precision and risk; the same goes 
for vulnerability and deadpan. Another question: is the appearance of sparseness 
an absence or the appearance of absence? Why and to what end? 
 Whether it’s Jesus or Judd it seems that a literalist paradigm has always 
made the most sense to me. I was raised in the Church of Christ. This church 
applies a literalist brand of hermeneutics to the Bible. Creation took six days 
because the text says so. Hell is real because the text says so. You are going to 
hell because the text says so. It is a no frills sort of faith and this extends to every 
corner of the practice, from the composition of the religious service to the building 
itself. Aniconic and sparse, and metaphor is strictly regimented to the point of a 
near total elimination. Donald Judd’s Specific Objects makes perfect sense. 
Aluminum is aluminum. What else could it possibly be?  
 Minimalist works are brutal. They find their equal perhaps only in the more 
austere forms of protestant Christianity, the sort that I was raised in. Minimalist 
works feel like home, what’s more they feel like where I was supposed to 
experience God. To be met with silence. To be made hyper aware of your own 
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body. To be made aware of your own mind. Sparseness applied even to the point 
of sublime emptiness. What fills the void? Boredom. My work is boring, or so I’ve 
been told. It’s certainly not risky. 
 
The Building 
 
The church building was built in 1986. A former member of the church 
designed it and there has since been a falling out with that family due to a conflict 
between them and the preacher, the preacher’s wife and the eldership. My family 
has attended that church since before the current building was built, stretching 
back to the 1950s. The exterior of the auditorium, foyer, and entrances are red 
brick, while the exterior of the classrooms is clad in clapboard siding. The carpet 
was replaced sometime in the early aughts with the red/green combo giving way 
to a more plain marbled grey with blue borders. The auditorium is a large 
hexagonal room; the baptistery sits nestled behind a white accordion blind that 
hangs behind the pulpit on a slightly raised stage area. Two doors flank the pulpit 
and offer access to the baptistery from either side. Arrangements of fake flowers 
stand on either side of the stage area. Above the left floral arrangement is the 
hymn board. It is worth noting that the hymns are to be sung a cappella by the 
whole group, with musical instruments and separate choirs being strictly 
prohibited as neither are seen as being expressly allowed biblically, so the 
building was designed with acoustics in mind. The walls are a textured white and 
there are two dark, wooden trusses set in the vaulted ceilings. A few feet in front 
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of the pulpit is the Lord’s Table from which the communion is blessed and 
distributed in metal trays and the collection is taken up in small woven baskets 
lined with blue velvet. Many children are entrusted with a quarter to be placed 
into the basket, as it is one of the few rituals in which they are allowed to 
participate fully, with the communion and official duties only unlocked after 
baptism. Adults on the other hand drop bills and checks, both carefully folded so 
no one can see how much you have chosen to give back to God.  
 Pews are arranged in three columns with the central row facing the pulpit 
straight on while those on either side are angled in towards the pulpit forming two 
main aisles with space along the outer edge to escape to the bathroom. I was 
brought up to believe that frequent trips to the bathroom during Sunday school or 
worship service were a sign of a weak faith.  
 There is a window in the back of the auditorium with a drawn Venetian 
blind that allows the occupants of the cry room to view the service and the 
sermon is piped-in though a speaker. 
At the front of each section of pews is a short wall, painted white with the 
same Spackle texture, topped with a wood grain Formica. I can only speculate 
that this barrier is to stand as a bulwark against immodesty, eliminating the ability 
catch a glimpse of pantyhose-clad legs, peer up skirts, and perhaps hide a poorly 
timed erection from some mid-sermon fantasy about some girl in your grade or 
perhaps one of the sexier biblical characters. While the fact that it is an 
impediment to wanderings eyes is indeed lamentable for the teenage attendee, it 
should be noted that this barrier is a godsend, as the final song of the service is 
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almost always sung standing. Even with the barrier it is good practice to wrap up 
one’s daydreams a good five minutes before the end of the sermon, just to be 
safe. This short wall also sets apart a row of chairs where people sit in order to 
confess to various sins publicly at the end of the worship service. Not every 
confession is what you might call voluntary, but even so this is the time when the 
guilt and shame climax and return the penitent soul to the fold. A particularly 
rousing confession calls for an additional song and a prayer; it is during these 
that the flock turns in some of its best work, there are souls on the line after all. It 
helps that the congregation has had the full service to warm up as well. 
The pews themselves are made of red oak, with the seat being covered in 
green tweed with white accents. There are a handful of odd pews with close, but 
not quite matching fabric. These are products of loosely stretched repair jobs. 
The blood of Jesus may wash the soul as white as snow, but this does not apply 
to tweed. Pews vary in length; they get longer the further back they are in the 
auditorium. There are spaces for hymnals to be stored three at a time along the 
backs of each pew. The bottom of these receptacles is lined with the red carpet 
that used to cover the floor. Wooden folding chairs clad with the same green 
tweed bookend each pew. 
 Seats are not assigned, but they are respected. This is to say a hapless 
visitor might be met with a scowl if they take the wrong place. The Goodwins 
almost always sat in the following order from the left end to right: empty folding 
chair, my grandfather, my cousin (before he moved away to become a preacher), 
my brother (before he moved away and left the church), my grandmother, myself 
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(before I moved away and left the church), my father, my mother, and a rotating 
lineup of other regulars or visitors as the space allowed. The pew behind was 
occupied by my aunt and uncle, and a mix of cousins and their various spouses 
and children. During my childhood it was common for the bulk of the teens in the 
church to sit in the front few rows. I opted out of this in favor of sitting next to my 
grandmother. There are many layers of rationale to my decision. The first is that 
there was an agreement that my grandmother would scratch my back if I made 
sure she stayed awake. The other reason was to make myself as small as I could 
and perhaps go unnoticed. My aim was to hide in the shadow of the matriarch 
(with the Goodwins being one of the larger and longest attending families 
present). Generally the Goodwins sat several rows behind or, after a move of 
several rows towards the front due to my grandfather’s deteriorating hearing, 
across the auditorium from the preacher and his wife. The preacher is well 
intentioned and somewhat charismatic but his wife is the blonde Bermuda 
Triangle. Time and time again some family, new to the area, would find her 
somehow enmeshed in their lives and within six months they would have ‘fallen 
away’ with little more than a mention in the announcements if they managed that 
much. As far as your immortal soul is concerned she is one of the most 
dangerous people alive, to get too close is to end up lost. Their children were 
homeschooled, one of whom fell away after a love affair with a student preacher 
who, to the best of my knowledge, later joined the military having left the church 
as well. 
The figure of Christ is nowhere to be found. No godly visage to meet your 
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gaze be it aimed or wandering. There is no art of any kind in the auditorium. 
There are no crucifixes. Just a preacher in an ill-fitting suit, a cadre of other 
members, white paint, red oak, green tweed, faux flowers, formica, and carpet. 
 
God is boring. Boredom is God.  
 
Emptiness is the first question. It is the condition of worship as I know it. 
Emptiness, however, has devastating potential. In Fear of Breakdown, D. W. 
Winnicott examines emptiness. It is noted that its roots are often early in life. “In 
some patients emptiness needs to be experienced, and this emptiness belongs 
to the past, to the time before the degree of maturity had made it possible for 
emptiness to be experienced.”1 I was brought to church as soon as it medically 
safe to do so for an infant. For me there was no time before the religious 
experience.  
 Emptiness has a peculiar character relative to other formative 
experiences. It is not the thing, but the lack of the thing. “To understand this it is 
necessary to think not of trauma but of nothing happening when something might 
profitably have happened.”2 An experience of the divine lies at the heart of the 
religious service, at least aspirationally. Climax becomes anticlimax in the 
(perceived?) absence of God. What ought to be full is left empty, and the scale of 
that void is of sublime proportions. 
What fills emptiness? What can fill the void left by God himself, the infinite                                                         
1Winnicott, Donald Woods. "Fear of Breakdown." International Review of Psycho-analysis 1 
(1974): 106.   
2 Winnicott, 106. 
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anticlimax? Something of biblical proportions surely. Boredom! I mean boredom. 
And not some ho-hum, humdrum, run-of-the-mill bedroom boredom. No. 
Existential boredom, the sort that is scaled to God. Walter Benjamin described 
boredom thusly: “Boredom is a warm grey fabric lined on the inside with the most 
lustrous and colourful of silks. In this fabric we wrap ourselves when we dream. 
We are at home then in the arabesques of its lining. But the sleeper looks bored 
and grey within his sheath.”3 You’d think it had been spun by the divine. Swaddle 
me tight, tighter, until I can’t stand it. Beautiful and warm and safe. Safe. Unfix 
my gaze and drift. The polyurethane is wearing thin on the pew ahead where my 
grandfather braces himself to stand to sing. I cannot sing without his voice to 
steady mine, and it too is wearing thin. Sing to me of heaven. Soon his voice will 
be gone. My aunt sits directly behind us. Her voice is monotone and flat, and it 
could cut through diamond. I hope we bury him without his hearing aids. I can’t 
bear for him to hear me like this. I’ll be damned.  
One need not look much further than the pallid countenance of a 
pubescent saint in the second half of a Sunday morning service to see 
Benjamin’s words enacted in flesh. Opening comments, prayer, song, song, 
comments, prayer, bread, comments, prayer, fruit of the vine, song, prayer, 
collection, song, sermon, song, announcements, prayer. It’s an order that 
stretches back to ancient times, at least to the 1950s. It is important that it 
doesn’t change. The constant return forces the mind inwards – a full retreat. 
Eyes roll back in vain attempts to glimpse one’s own interiority. It’s awfully warm                                                         
3 Benjamin, Walter. “The Arcades Project.” In Boredom, ed. Tom McDonough (London: 
Whitechapel, 2017), 28. 
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in here. “Boredom is always the external surface of unconscious events.”4 This is 
the protestant inversion of catholic catharsis. Affect is not experienced on the 
surface of marble made flesh, paint made God, pain made pleasure. No 
transubstantiation allowed, not yet. Paint as paint, wood as wood, pain as pain. 
My exterior comes to mirror the church’s interior; perhaps it’s a natural 
camouflage. These white walls become me, or do I become them? They came 
first. I will come later.   
What of the interior? What comes of being driven so deeply into one’s own 
skull? Things come undone. Time and space become slippery.  
Someone who is bored… lives exclusively in the present: he is totally 
immersed in the interval of duration. For him, the future is too far away to 
be interesting or to offer any possibility of hope. Thus ennui is neither 
directed toward the past, as in nostalgia, nor to the future, as in the 
adventure, but to an exclusive present.5 
 
One loses sight of the horizon, and it’s awfully hard to see the stars after 9:00 AM 
on a Sunday morning. Both the past and the future become unfathomably 
distant. The present tense is rendered eternal. 
‘A day like a thousand years, and a thousand years like a day,’ is how God 
experiences time, says the apostle Peter. In his house it certainly feels like the 
former more than the latter. Maybe service is running long for God too. I’m 
starting to worry that I’m going to die here, I’m not sure of what. Perhaps one of 
the saints will have the good sense to kill me, beat my brains in with a hymnal. It 
probably doesn’t have the heft to get me in one blow, but it seems I have a 
minute.                                                         
4 Benjamin, 29. 
5 Teyssot, Georges. “Boredom and Bedroom: The Suppression of the Habitual.” In Boredom, ed. 
Tom McDonough (London: Whitechapel, 2017), 38. 
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Eternity is a scary concept, that’s part of the point. It’s what makes the 
prospect of hell particularly hellish. Conversely it’s what makes heaven so 
heavenly. The same goes for the perpetual present tense of boredom. It has an 
extreme capacity for excruciating psychic anguish. There’s a hallucinatory power 
in boredom. It ranges from simple apophenia to more terrifying delusions. The 
preacher’s wife is out to get me. I’ve had impure thoughts about her daughter. 
She knows. She can hear them, I’m sure of it. Someone has been in my head 
while I’ve been away; my thoughts aren’t where I left them.  
If, however, one has the patience, the sort of patience specific to 
legitimate boredom, then one experiences a kind of bliss that is almost 
unearthly.6  
 
Boredom has a boundless capacity for fantasy, which in turn has its own 
boundless capacity. This can range from simple optical confusion resulting from 
an unfixed gaze to crazed sexual fantasy perhaps even to ego death. I sit still 
and feel my blood move. Where’s it going? Watch the yarn tied to the air 
conditioning vent dance. Boredom grants a front row seat to watch your own 
consciousness fold and unfold itself. 
Rather than pass the time, one must invite it in. To pass the time (to kill 
time, expel it): the gambler. Time spills from his every pore.- To store time 
as a battery stores energy: the flaneur. Finally, the third type: he who 
waits. He takes in the time and renders it up in altered form – that of 
expectation.7  
 
 
 
                                                         
6 Teyssot, 37. 
7 Benjamin, 29-30. 
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On Relics 
 
I dreamt that I watched my brother’s right index finger be ripped from his 
hand. It sat on the pavement and he seemed unconcerned. I urged him to pick 
up his digit. He shrugged. Aside from the jagged, red mess at the open end of 
the wound there was no blood to speak of. His long, slender finger retained its 
usual, uncomfortably purple tone. He tends to have poor circulation, maybe it 
was finally serving him. 
I pressed the issue. 
It could still be attached and he could likely regain full function and feeling 
if we hurried.  
He declined. 
I offered to fetch some ice so it would keep until he changed his mind, buy 
him some time to properly mull the issue over.  
He merely shifted listlessly and mumbled that he didn’t want to.  
I snatched it up from the pavement and offered it to him. Again he 
declined. So I slipped it into my shirt pocket, the tip of digit pointing skyward with 
the distal joint and nail peering out the top.  
We found ourselves in the backseat of our parent’s old Honda in our usual 
places, me on the left and my brother on the right with the DMZ of the middle 
seat between us.  
I inquired again if he might want his finger back. Still no.  
I pulled his finger from my pocket and waggled it at him. He snatched it 
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from me and tossed it out the window into the overgrown ditched that whizzed 
past. 
 
On Masochism 
 
Religious experience in this paradigm is a masochistic enterprise. The 
church itself is a response to the frills and extra biblical rituals of Catholicism and 
protestant denominations that did not reform enough; it is not a faith of 
indulgence but rather one of abstinence and withholding. The primary idea was 
to cut out everything not explicitly contained within the text, to empty it, even of 
metaphor. How much are you willing to give up? Who are you willing to cut out of 
your life and for how minor an infraction? Over and over again the church would 
regale itself with the stories of the martyrs of the faith and the suffering of the 
early Christians. If you fetishize persecution but live in a world where you can’t 
find anyone to actually persecute you what are you to do? 
 While the masochistic relationships shift from one moment to another, 
generally the Church plays the ‘mother’ relative to God the ‘father.’ Both preside 
over the individuals that have been baptized into the organization, a choice 
generally made around the ages eleven to thirteen.  
What does the victim expect by entering into this extreme form of contract 
with the mother? The aim is seemingly naïve and straightforward. The 
masochistic contract excludes the father and displaces onto the mother 
the task of exercising and applying the paternal law. But we have seen 
that the mother is both stern and cruel.8   
                                                         
8 Deleuze, Gilles. Masochism: Coldness and Cruelty. (New York, NY: G. Braziller, 1971), 93.    
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In hindsight I’m not sure what I expected from my own baptism, but I know that I 
wanted to put an end to my nightmares about my impending damnation. Baptism 
(the signing of the contract) makes individuals subject to the dogma of the church 
and perpetual guilt, shame, judgment, denial, and pain follow. “The masochistic 
contract generates a type of law which leads straight into ritual. The masochist is 
obsessed; the ritualistic activity is essential to him, since it epitomizes the world 
of fantasy.”9 The main ritual within the worship service (communion) is essentially 
a meditation on the brutal torture and execution of an innocent person with the 
knowledge that it was your fault (having been told countless times). You wallow 
in the guilt of the pain that you caused, however your participation in the ritual 
absolves and includes you amongst the saved. But this salvation is short lived as 
the intense legalism ensures that your guilt returns and thus the need for 
punishment is perpetual. “By observing the very letter of the law, we refrain from 
questioning its ultimate or primary character; we then behave as if the supreme 
sovereignty of the law conferred upon it the enjoyment of all those pleasures that 
it denies us; hence, by the closest adherence to it, and by zealously embracing it, 
we may hope to partake of its pleasures.”10 Acknowledge your worthlessness, 
deny yourself the carnal pleasures of this life and you will find the catharsis of 
confession, fellowship, and salvation. If you falter, your fellowship will be revoked 
and you will be damned. Give up your time, give up your money, give up your 
friends, and give up your family. Empty yourself.  
Waiting is part of the foundation of my family and the faith. As my father                                                         
9 Deleuze, 94. 
10 Deleuze, 88. 
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once said triumphantly after an elder at the church that had caused our family a 
good deal of grief moved away after fifty years, ‘The Goodwins can out-wait 
anyone!’ Even the one talent man is called to do his master’s work. “Masochistic 
pain depends entirely on the phenomenon of waiting and on the functions of 
repetition and reiteration which characterize waiting. This is the essential point: 
pain only acquires significance in relation to the forms of repetition which 
condition its use.”11 My father always insisted that we leave for church at the 
same time every Sunday, which would cause us to arrive anywhere between ten 
to twenty minutes early. Hurry up and wait. Repetition and waiting permeates the 
entirety of the experience. The Church of Christ has no holy days, thus the 
weekly worship service never changes. Repeated exactly the same way week 
after week and year after year, and if you’re a good Christian you will be 
attending the Sunday evening service and Wednesday bible study as well. Show 
up, repeat the rituals over and over until you die, at which point if you believed all 
the right things and experienced the right amount of guilt and shame for your 
misdeeds you can reap your reward. Maybe all this repetition helps to generate 
the belief itself, “Kneel down and you shall believe that you knelt down because 
of your belief – that is, your following the ritual is an expression/effect of your 
inner belief; in short, the ‘external’ ritual performativity generates its own 
ideological foundation.”12 Personally I always found that the doctrine was so strict 
and farfetched that it would be impossible for so many people to go along with it. 
But then, perhaps nobody really believes it, or at least not everyone believes it.                                                         
11 Deleuze, 119. 
12 Zizek, Slavoj. The Zizek Reader. Edited by Elizabeth Wright and Edmond Wright, Wiley-
Blackwell, 1999, 66. 
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Maybe it doesn’t’ really matter so long as there is enough “semblance of 
solidarity”13 to go along with all the pleasure and pain. 
 
On the Lord’s name 
 
My uncle pronounces ‘God’ funny. The central vowel sound is a touch too 
long and too low. The word rumbles out of him. It starts with a hum, like a 
bagpipe before it really gets going, which builds to a particularly hard ‘g’ sound 
and then lurches forward into the ‘Aahw’ wrapping it up with a vocalized ‘d’ with a 
soft, superfluous, vowel at the end. The vegistigial ending vowel from when God 
was Yahweh. Gaahw-d-uh. He belches the word. It is the only word that he 
speaks from his diaphragm. The rest of his speech is rather thin. 
This odd pronunciation of ‘God’ has been inherited by his sons, two of 
whom have become preachers. They belch about God all over the country now.  
My brother and I mimic him to one another. Croaking the lord’s name back and 
forth like two born-again bullfrogs. 
 
On Monochrome Painting 
 
 It is easy to become self-conscious when in the presence of monochrome 
paintings. Do they hang in judgment? In Donald Judd’s Specific Objects he notes 
that, “An even color, especially in oil paint, covering all or much of a painting is 
                                                        
13 Zizek, 53. 
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almost always both flat and infinitely spatial.”14 His comments regarding the co-
presence of flatness and spatiality make a good deal of sense. Paint, especially 
oil paint, has ties to representation, which in turn binds it to space and its 
depiction.  An uninterrupted color then takes on spatiality like the smooth blue of 
the sky does. It is pigment on surface becoming space, or perhaps not precluding 
space. Where things become interesting is the use of the word ‘infinitely.’ This 
infinite space is where one might look for the sublime potential of the 
monochrome. While I would not consider this to be incorrect, I believe that it is 
the lesser of the monochrome’s hiding spots. Rephrase the passage to read, ‘an 
even color, especially in oil paint, covering all or much of a painting is almost 
always both infinitely flat and infinitely spatial.’ There is an equal and opposite of 
everything. The same goes for the monochrome. What does it mean for 
something to be infinitely flat? It’s often easiest to understand something by 
examining its opposite.  
 The infinitely spatial would be something that has the infinite possibility of 
space, to recede into the void and to accept a viewer. In relation to such a work 
the viewer becomes infinitesimally small. Dwarfed as if standing next to God. The 
opposite then would be an infinitely flat surface, infinite absence, infinite 
rejection. The viewer in turn becomes infinitely dimensional, Sure, there are 
brush strokes, stray bristles, even some dead bugs here and there, but ultimately 
the viewer has nowhere to go, their own dimensionality precludes them from 
entering such a painting. With nowhere to go the viewer is driven inward, into                                                         
14 Judd, Donald. Donald Judd Writings. Ed. Flavin Judd and Caitlin Murray, Judd 
Foundation/David Zwirner Books, 2016. 
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their own body, their own mind, to examine their perception and consciousness.  
 
On Literalist Hermeneutics 
 
 The Church of Christ utilizes a specific brand of literalist hermeneutics. 
This is to say that it takes the biblical text literally almost cover to cover. There 
are exceptionally few exceptions to this, namely that the communion is 
metaphorical or not engaging in any semblance of transubstantiation, with the 
other exception being almost the entirety of the book of Revelations. It is this that 
makes the experience of the text universal and replicable. The meaning changes 
under no circumstances. There is an attempt to purge all extra-textual ritual and 
material.  
 This literal approach to text finds a home in my approach to material. 
Materials are used literally. Red Oak is Red Oak, tweed is tweed, and 
polyurethane is polyurethane. Taken together they make a pew, which is not 
trying to be, or even capable of being, anything else. On a fundamental level 
there is no interpretation necessary, or even possible. There simply aren’t any 
options. Admittedly my pews are not the same as those that others have 
experienced, and it’s not what I would consider to be the platonic ideal of a pew. 
Frankly, they’re not particularly nice. Crafted with care, sure, but they have no 
intricate inlay, they are not made of rare wood from some exotic place. No one 
famous has ever sat in them, and no miracles have been recorded to take place 
in them. They are good, middle-of-the-road, benches.  
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On Sainthood 
 
Eric raped his young sister-in-law. She gave her statement to the police 
with her mother at our house. They sat with the officers in the living room. Each 
time I try to recall the scene the police grow larger. Now they must hunch when 
they sit to keep their heads off the ceiling, their torsos are made impossibly round 
from the bulletproof vests. Two, giant turtles clad in blue with flat top haircuts 
dwarfing the purple couch. That night lasted three days. Easily. She and her 
mother stayed at our house the rest of the week. 
Eric’s friend and fellow rapist testified against him for a reduced sentence. 
Eric forgot to waive his right to have his charges read to him. Word of his crime 
followed him to prison and he had to be put in solitary for his own protection. The 
Elders at the church visited him in prison.  
Eric is not a saint anymore. 
I sleep in on the weekend these days. When I was a child I developed 
obsessive-compulsive tics from my fear of damnation. I had to touch things an 
even number of times. I couldn’t leave a room unless I opened and closed the 
door correctly the proper number of times. Stairs made me nervous because I 
needed to start and finish with the proper foot, the same went for sidewalk blocks 
that were too long or two short to fit two steps. All of these things had some 
bearing on my eternal soul. I couldn’t figure how, but I knew all the same. God 
hated me and was looking for an excuse. All anyone ever knew about this was 
that it took me a while to get anywhere. It took years to fully exorcise myself of 
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these tics and compulsions. I still prefer that the volume setting of televisions and 
radios be set to an even number. I am thankful that my car radio has a slider with 
no numbers on it and have made a point not to count out the pixels. I haven’t 
been to church in some time. The Elders at the church never visited me. 
I am not a saint anymore. 
Stuart molested several children at the church. He confessed to some of 
the members at church after word got around. He planned to turn himself in. His 
brother happened to be a local sheriff. His brother convinced him to skip town. To 
the best of my knowledge he’s someplace in California. 
Stuart is still a saint. 
 
I took a date to LACMA once. I couldn’t convince her that she was allowed 
to walk on the Carl Andre. I made a point to make my pass while she could see 
the guard watching me. I even took a second lap. The simple, dumb, pleasure of 
being able to walk on the work never escapes me. If it were outside of a gallery 
or museum this might evaporate, it would become no different than a particularly 
easy hopscotch course or a large public chessboard with the big plastic pieces 
and I avoid both.  
You can feel, or I tell myself I can feel, the rigid logic of the maker as you 
walk across the work. No matter how thick the soles of your shoes, Andre’s rigid 
dogma makes its way through the leather and foam rubber on your feet and 
shoots through your bones to the top of your skull.  
I explained to my date the broad ethos of minimalism, who Carl Andre is. 
 19 
She was neither enthused nor listening. His piece at Chinati is better anyways. I 
remembered that I forgot to be mad at Andre for murdering Ana Mendieta. 
Carl Andre is still a saint.  
 
In Memoriam 
 
My Aunt and Uncle kept her mother’s ashes in a cardboard box on the top 
shelf of the closet in their home office for well over a year. I think this was the 
result of a moment of decision paralysis about an urn, and in true Goodwin 
fashion they mulled this decision over for quite some time.  
Sometimes during family gatherings the kids would skulk away upstairs to 
the home office to play SimCity, share some humorous video one of us found 
online, or commune with the dead.  
She had started to decline mentally and physically by the time I was really 
aware of her. I remember her slumped and sleeping in the pew a few spots down 
with a string of drool connecting the puddle in her lap to her lower lip which, if it 
weren’t for her impossibly hunched posture, might be considered impressive. Her 
voice held up during the hymns, but otherwise she would babble incoherently, 
become confused and scared. She would hurl wild accusations at her daughter 
for stealing her husband. Time had moved and she was lost. 
I prefer her as the box of ash we would play computer games with. 
 
I really thought that Ed Ruscha was dead. Honestly. I guess I just kind of 
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assumed. Recently the gallery Various Small Fires held a show of new and 
historical work in Seoul by Ruscha and Billy Al Bengston. New and historical. 
This upset me. 
It’s not that I am repulsed by the prospect of Ruscha’s work being out in 
the world. I am usually glad to see one or two in a museum. Hell, I watched The 
Empire Strikes Back so many times the VHS tape wore out and I could sit 
through the whole thing and enjoy it to this very day. The greatest hits are the 
greatest hits for a reason.  
Perhaps I didn’t think he was dead so much as I hoped he was dead. 
Donald Judd is dead. Sol Lewitt is dead. Ellsworth Kelly is dead. Dan Flavin is 
dead. I like all of those artists and they’re all dead. I like Ed Ruscha so it stands 
to reason that he might be dead too. It’s a good faith assumption. Perhaps I 
worry that one day somebody will have to tell him it’s not the 1960s anymore. 
Perhaps I worry that if he’s out there walking around it might be me that has to 
wake him up to tell him that the sermon ended ten minutes ago. 
I prefer him as the dead artist who made clever paintings back in the day. 
I’ll probably never own one of his paintings, but if his estate can’t figure out 
an urn I can clear some shelf space and play some computer games until they 
do. 
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I’ll Bet Noah Wished He Had a Staple Gun 
 
My father was helping me build a small boat with a wooden frame 
wrapped in a cardboard hull for an elementary school project when he mentioned 
that he would ‘bet that Noah wished he’d had a staple gun when he was building 
the ark.’ 
It’s twenty or so years later now and my father is still helping me with my 
projects. In the early stages of fabricating the pew pieces I came to realize that I 
was missing a couple of key measurements that were fairly crucial to a faithful 
recreation of the original proportions of the pews from my childhood. A few days 
after I had mentioned this over the phone to my father I received a manila 
envelope that contained two folded up pieces of Christmas wrapping paper, blue 
with snowmen wearing red scarves and top-hats. On each of the two bits of 
paper was a tracing of the armrest and leg of the pews. The space underneath 
the pews is rather off limits, it’s a zone for bags containing the family bibles, 
purses, foot stools for the little old ladies, chewing gum, and children about to be 
struck by their parents. Now add to the list my sixty-year-old father wriggling 
under the pews with his snowman wrapping paper and a sharpie. A church kid 
returning to old haunts a half a century later.  
The space under the pews is tight, only about 12 inches of clearance, and 
the atmosphere underneath becomes impossibly thick, decades of dust, and the 
weight of all the saints above you. 
For a grown man it makes a coffin seem palatial.  
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My father wants to be buried in a pine box. I figure I might make it for him 
when the time comes. Maybe it can be the last project he helps me with, but if 
he’s too busy dying I’d understand. I always did feel a bit like I was in the way. I 
think he taught me enough to manage it on my own. It’s simple enough. A couple 
of boards and a bag of penny nails. No fancy joinery necessary. No fancy varnish 
either, so it smells like the pine forests that blanket the coastal mountains. 
Probably give him a hat in case it rains. Local comforts for a local boy. A cozy 
spot under six feet of Oregon clay. 
My father and I disagree about where I was raised. I claim Portland and 
cite the address on the mail, he cites the actual cultural and economic realities of 
unincorporated Washington County which point to the unfortunately named 
Beaverton. He should know, we each grew up in the same handful of 
neighborhoods. 
I wonder sometimes if Jesus was more scared of his dad or of God. It’s 
pretty much a dead-heat for me, the edge goes to the one I actually love. 
The original pews themselves are unremarkable things. Barely 
comfortable. The thick polyurethane finish brings out the amber color of the oak, 
dulled some by the wear of the sitting and standing and sitting and standing and 
sitting of services. As a child I would run my hand along the seat-backs during 
the songs that were sung standing, feeling the deep, porous grain under my 
fingertips. During the slower sermons you can see the faces and shapes that 
appear in the grain. There was a duck in the back of the pew ahead of ours when 
I was a child. A duck and a surprised man. Shocked at my sins perhaps. Maybe 
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that I stuck around as long as I did. He never bothered to tell me.  
In my pews I make a point to select boards with deformities. Termite and 
beetle burrows, knots, holes, mold. I tell myself I do this because these 
deformities make the wood more beautiful, that these marks reveal the history of 
the wood in a way that is too subtle to tell from regular grain patterns, that things 
are more interesting when they’re a little fucked up. This is what I tell myself, but 
it’s more likely that I don’t wake up early enough to pick the good boards before 
the contractors get there. 
Knots make the wood hard to work with. The surrounding grain is often 
harder and runs in all sorts of irregular directions. It chips the teeth of the tools in 
the shop, which bothers Tanner something awful.  
I’m terrified of the jointer, but I buy rough sawn timber because it’s 
cheaper, which means I have to use it. The blades are chipped and dull, the hum 
it ought to make has become a whine, a groan if you push it too hard. The spring 
mechanism that would cover the blade while not in use is broken. I’ve watched it 
mangle my hands in my mind a hundred times now. OSHA, like God, seems 
unconcerned with the matter so I try not to worry. 
I think my father was right, I’d bet that Noah did wish that he had a staple 
gun, and I’d bet Joseph wished he had an orbital sander.  
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Scripture and the Zealots who Skim it 
 
Sol Lewitt wrote commandments and Donald Judd wrote gospel. Or, that’s 
how I read them, which is to say that I’ve memorized a few lines and let adults 
summarize the rest for me.  
 
I had been driving for days when Prada Marfa snuck up on me. My mind 
was occupied by a weather balloon on the horizon. I skidded to a stop and pulled 
a U-turn. The awning was tattered, someone had scratched tags into the glass, 
there was a bullet hole or two. The whole place looked like hell. It was even 
better than I had hoped. I hurried into town, I had somewhere to be and nowhere 
to go.  
 
The sky is much further away here. There’s nothing to hold the sound in. 
You could speak your mind out loud without fear of being overheard if the wind 
blows in the right direction. Must have been even better before all these New 
York types got here. Or worse. I feel for the ranchers but not enough to stay 
home. I hate LA because the beer is expensive and everyone is cooler than me. 
How they have massacred this place.  
 
The dead-eyed docent at Chinati was sweet in the way that true believers 
often are. The sort of person who might have joined the Rajneeshees if they had 
been allowed to wear black.  
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I had seen her type before, the Bible-camp moms but wearing fewer 
patterns and nary a stitch of embroidered denim in sight. 
She informed us that between the temperature swings in west Texas and 
Judd’s insistence on not climate controlling his spaces, many of his aluminum 
sculptures have broken ranks, moving as stones do in the desert. Trying to make 
their way home after realizing they weren’t cut out for this place after all. 
The tour moved on.  
I fancy myself a Flavin fan. Judd did too. It shows. 
 
Having come of age in the era of identity politics I found myself 
questioning the value of my own voice and experience. This is not to say that I 
lament the broader conversation or my position in it, but rather that I 
misunderstood it in the myopic manner of a young white man raised in a cultural 
backwater. I think that this is part of the reason I was drawn to the minimalists. I 
desired to evacuate myself as much as possible from my own work. I don’t see 
myself as having much value, so what business do I have trying to make any 
statement beyond vague notions of space and color and material, which is to say 
I have long misunderstood space and color and material. I am as empty as my 
gestures. Mostly.  
 
Flavin’s works at Chinati, like many other roadside attractions, are 
spectacular. They throw you off kilter in the way the Oregon Vortex or similar 
tilted shacks do. Flavin manages to accomplish masterfully what only gravity and 
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shoddy construction could. Just take the folksy appeal of the roadside attraction 
and swap it for the urbane, sensuous quality of fluorescent tubes. All you really 
need to know is that his work has made for a lovely background wallpaper for my 
cellphone for several years now, and I’ve seen a number of Turrells since.  
The tour moved on. 
 
The docent led us into the arena, a long room with cement and gravel 
floors, two long tables surrounded by genuine Donald Judd chairs. We asked if 
we could sit in them. The docent said yes. I was elated. They were just as 
uncomfortable as I imagined they would be. The seat is perfectly horizontal and 
the ninety degree seat back ends, depending on your height, somewhere along 
your lumbar. A truly Protestant design. It always bothered me when Catholics 
acted like they had a monopoly on the experience of guilt. At least they have a 
private version of confession. So perhaps I shouldn’t imply that the Protestants 
have a monopoly on discomfort. We’re certainly good at it though, and it make for 
good design. A chair without any of the qualities that make a chair worth sitting 
in. A chair worthy of contemplation, contemplation that should probably take 
place in a more comfortable chair.  
Outside the arena is an open air bath that the docent assured us had been 
set up with both hot and cold water. A fellow tour goer elbowed me and 
whispered, “We both know that Judd only used cold though.” He laughed. I 
laughed. The docent would not let us try the bath. 
The tour moved on. 
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Claes Oldenberg’s work was alright. 
The tour moved on. 
 
I can’t remember if I had heard of Roni Horn before arriving. I probably 
had, it’s tough to remember remembering. Copper looks just about as good as 
milled aluminum in the Marfa light. She made a safe bet. This whole place is a bit 
of a boy’s club. It’s an epidemic. I once heard a professor refer to Charles and 
Ray Eames as brothers, so at least it’s inclusive. (I know I’m supposed to be 
upset for one of them…) Now those were some good chairs.  
 
After the tour concluded I meandered around the 15 untitled works in 
concrete. They really live up to their name. There was a really big grasshopper 
on one of them. I was pleased about both of these things. There’s almost nothing 
better than when something is exactly how you thought it would be. My ex told 
me that Christmas with my family is boring. What’d she expect? 
 
I feel like I’ve lost the point. I’m circling the drain. 
 
I really hate Hauser & Wirth. It’s not that the work there is bad. I like the 
work. The bookstore has a pretty good collection. The chickens are charming. 
And I still find the constant filming of car commercials out front to be novel. But 
there aren’t any rules there, or at least any with teeth. The gallery attendants 
never look up from their phones. I climbed into the middle of a Monika 
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Sosnowska piece, milled about for a few minutes, and left of my own accord. I’ve 
considered walking out with some of the work, taking off down the ramp in the 
back, right on 2nd Street, left on Santa Fe, and stomping across the 1st Street 
bridge to grab a burrito at Al & Bea’s with my brand new Louise Bourgeois 
painting.  
 
Silence is only golden if it’s enforced. I think that art is like religion in a 
myriad of ways. Neither should pat you on the back for doing nothing. You only 
weep when a saint falls away because you know hell awaits. Communion is only 
moving because you sit there in silence as the guilt of innocent blood churns your 
guts.  
 
I respect orthodox anything and anything orthodox. My respect tracks 
directly with the intensity of that orthodoxy. 
 
Judd had the audacity to act like he was separate from his work. Speak it 
into existence and disappear, like God did. Judd’s work sits in dumb insistence of 
its maker’s dogma. Denies metaphor in the face of culture and history. His work 
says, ‘No.’ It says no like the members of the Church of Christ do when asked 
what a passage means. It says what it says, and if you’re not on board you can 
fuck off thirty minutes east to Alpine. 
 
Back in the gift shop I selected a handful of postcards, and talked to the 
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guy working the desk. He’s a writer and followed a woman out here. He seemed 
miserable. I got my postcards for free. 
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